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Teaching Critical Reflection: A Tool for
Transformative Learning in SocialWork?
Uschi Bay & Selma Macfarlane
In an Australian Bachelor of Social Work degree, critical reflection is a process explicitly
taught in a fourth year subject to students who have returned from their first field placement
experience in agencies delivering social work programmes. The purpose of teaching critical
reflection is to enable social work students to become autonomous and critical thinkers who
can reflect on society, the role of social work and social work practices. The way critical
reflection is taught in this fourth year social work unit relates closely to the aims of
transformative learning. Transformative learning aims to assist students to become
autonomous thinkers. Specifically, the critical reflection process taught in this subject aims to
assist students to recognise their own and other people’s frames of reference, to identify the
dominant discourses circulating in making sense of their experience, to problematise their
taken-for -granted ‘lived experience’, to reconceptualise identity categories, disrupt assumed
causal relations and to reflect on how power relations are operating. Critical reflection often
draws on many theoretical frameworks to enable the recognition of current modes of
thinking and doing. In this paper, we will draw primarily on how post-structural theories,
specifically Foucault’s theorising, disrupt several taken-for-granted concepts in social work.
Keywords: Practice Teaching; Reflection; Post-Modern/Post-Structural Theories; Students;
Skills Teaching
Introduction
In Australia under-graduate degree programmes in social work are offered at most
universities. At Deakin University the under-graduate social work degree programme
is a four year programme which has a focus on critical and anti-oppressive practice.
For this reason, most units in the Bachelor of Social Work degree emphasise critical
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analysis and critical reflection. The process for undertaking critical reflection is
explicitly taught in a fourth year unit entitled ‘Critical Approaches to Social Work’. In
the structure of Deakin University’s social work degree programme, this unit is taught
after students return from their first field placement experience. This first field
education placement, in third year, requires students to complete 70 days in a social
work setting undertaking social work practice with the supervision and guidance of a
qualified social worker. The fourth year unit students undertake, ‘Critical Approaches
to Social Work’, was developed and designed by Jan Fook (1998), and later Christine
Morley (2003), to explicitly teach students how to critically reflect on their social work
practice experiences using, amongst other theories, a post-structural approach.
In Australian social work education, Jan Fook has led the way in theorising and
developing critical reflection as a way of ‘subjecting our practice to a more critical gaze,
at the same time allowing us to integrate our theory and practice in creative and
complex ways’ (2002, p. 39). Fook (2003) describes critical reflection as a theoretical
approach and process for analysing and changing practice, which examines implicit
and hidden assumptions in order to unsettle and change dominant and taken-for-
granted thinking and arrangements. Critical reflection uses critical social theory,
informed by post-modernism and post-structuralism, to make links between personal
and structural power that enable personal and collective capacities for social change
(Fook, 2003).
Fook credits the early development of a critically reflective approach to
educationalists Argryis and Schon (1976) and Schon (1983, 1987), who observed that
traditional approaches to professional knowledge building were generally ‘top-down’,
and failed to capture how professionals used and generated knowledge about practice
in ‘bottom-up’ and contextualised ways (Fook, 2002). From these early beginnings,
Fook, alongwith other social work academics such asNigel Parton andPatrickO’Byrne,
Amy Rossiter, Christine Morley, Fiona Gardner and others, developed a more deeply
theorised yet very practical understanding of critical reflection, which is taught in
Australian social work courses to assist students to use processes of deconstruction
and reconstruction to interrogate their practice, and ‘ensure that their critical intentions
are experienced by the service users they are working with as empowering and
anti-oppressive’ (Morley and Fook, 2005, cited in Morley, 2008, p. 412).
The critical flavour of the Bachelor of Social Work at Deakin University posits that
social workers with a commitment to personal empowerment and wellbeing, alongside
a commitment to social justice and social change, need to understand the difference
between ‘reflection’ and ‘critical reflection’. The purpose of critical reflection is not just
to improve practice, although that is certainly part of it, but to change and challenge
dominant power relations and power structures, and to create possibilities to practise
more critically in whatever context we are involved with (Morley, 2004). Critically
reflecting on social work practice involves changing practice so that ‘we do not
unwittingly perpetuate power inequalities in our practice situations’ (Fook, 1998, p. 3).
Specifically, critical reflection aims to uncover power relations ‘and how structures of
domination are created and maintained’, through a process that involves questioning
dominant structures and relations, laying the ground for change (Fook, 2002, p. 41).
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Critical education scholar, Henry Giroux (1997, p. 110) proposes that the learner’s
experience is central to critical pedagogy; ‘student experience’, according to Giroux, ‘is
the stuff of culture, agency and self-production and must play a definitive role in any
emancipatory curriculum’. Knowledge, according to Giroux has first to be made
meaningful to learners before it can be made critical; furthermore, learning how to
critically engage experience requires processes that do not disconfirm or delegitimise
student experience. This resonates with what Fook (2003) describes as the creation of a
climate, or culture, of critical acceptance, in which one’s position, interpretation and
practice are deconstructed non-judgmentally, in order to find out ‘why’, rather than
approve or disapprove actions. In this sense, the truth of one’s narrative is not
questioned; however by opening it to interrogation, other possibilities can be revealed
and considered, as students come to understand the story of their ‘lived experience’
and explore the ‘why’s of their thinking and actions.
Purposes and Processes of Critical Reflection
Critical reflection in social work practice is explicitly taught as an on-going
professional skill in this fourth year unit. Students are encouraged to select an event or
incident from their first field placement to reflect on using a number of different
theoretical perspectives, including post-structuralism (Fook, 2002). In class students
present their selected incident and begin to reflect on how they have made sense of it.
This reflects bell hooks’ (1989) approach to teaching, where she describes the focus in
class on staff and students working together to explore the real world. Social work
teaching staff aim, in dialogue with students, to explore commonly held assumptions
in relation to the content of student presentations (Ramsden, 1992). Students gain
practice in recognising their own and others’ assumptions through these weekly
sessions. Mezirow claims that students need to practise how to recognise ‘frames of
reference and using their imagination to redefine problems from a different
perspective’ (1997, p. 10) in order to disrupt habitual ways of thinking and to imagine
new possibilities.
A process of transformational learning develops ‘autonomous thinking through
challenging points of view and habitual ways of thinking’, according to Mezirow (1997,
p. 5). Students come into this fourth year unit after a third year unit that has a strong
anti-oppressive structural theory focus. For this reason, students are introduced to and
reminded of various theoretical lenses in this fourth year unit and the focus is
particularly on theories that disturb the taken-for-granted assumptions that may limit
their imagination in relation to critical social work practice. Students are specifically
introduced to post-structural theories in this unit to disrupt their usual frames of
reference. Mezirow considers it transformative for ‘learners [to] become aware and
critical of their own and others’ assumptions’ (Mezirow, 1997, p. 10).
Social work students on placement, like social workers in the field, have a wide range
of experiences that may unsettle them or confront them with limitations, restrictions,
or feelings of powerlessness; they may be confused or intrigued by practice incidents,
and often report feeling unable to practise in the way they intended [see also Morley
Social Work Education 747
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(2008) in this journal: ‘Teaching critical practice: resisting structural domination
through critical reflection’]. Based on a series of prompts developed by Jan Fook
(2002), students are asked to describe a critical incident—an event that the student
found significant in some way, and that they wish to learn from. Students are asked to
write in the first person, and place themselves within the scenario rather than as an
observer commenting on the (inter)actions of others. Students are asked to be
concrete in their description and write their story as spontaneously and non-
analytically as possible.
Narrative approaches are used by teaching staff to focus non-judgmentally on the
language used by students to construct experience. Students and staff engage in critical
reflection on practice not with the aim to ‘correct dysfunctional language’ but to ‘ride
with the language to get to the experience, so as to be able to introduce possibility’
(Parton and O’Byrne, 2000, p. 81). Often the language of narrative—written or
spoken—is peppered with metaphors, around ‘travelling’, ‘struggling’, ‘stuck-ness’,
‘helplessness’ or whatever is meaningful to the speaker. Parton and O’Byrne (2000)
highlight how standing back from the story—sometimes called externalising the
problem—can help one to recover a sense of agency and options. This is not to deny
structural constraints, but to identify possibilities for resisting subjugation.
It is this ‘necessary distance from practice’, however that may enable students to see
the frames of reference of dominant discourses at work in a given practice setting: to
see the constructed nature of practice, and hence the possibility for alternative
constructions (Rossiter, 2005, p. 1/10). Rossiter highlights the ways in which social
work practice is ‘historically, materially and discursively produced’ (2005, p. 2/10).
Critical reflection, she suggests, allows students to ‘scrutinise the knowledge claims
embedded in practice’, uncover multiple discourses at work in any context or practice
situation, and how they both shape and preclude understanding and action.
Identification of discourses in use (and not in use), Rossiter observes, helps us to gain
access to how we are positioned within them, in often contradictory ways and opens
conceptual space as to possible alternative positioning (2005).
Critical reflection provides one way of stepping back from practice. By locating
ourselves directly within the incident or event, we subject our practice to a critical
gaze, unravelling the meanings and discourses embedded in our sense-making and
narratives, scrutinising knowledge claims—our own and others. Students and
teaching staff attempt to recognise the role of feelings, and other ways of knowing,
such as intuition, in shaping narratives, and to understand how values and
assumptions are embedded in our own and others’ thinking and how these influence
social work practice. In class, staff and students reflect on the language used to describe
a critical incident, and its effects, and attempt to access how we are positioned by
discourses and what is left out of the discourses in use. Through the identification and
deconstruction of restrictive assumptions, particularly around power and identity, we
attempt to reconstruct practice by developing alternative, more holistic or less limiting
interpretations. By doing this, we are potentially able to discover gaps between our
espoused theory and the theory implicitly expressed in our actions, to (re)discover
where our power and agency might lie. The aim is to reconstruct practice and develop
748 U. Bay & S. Macfarlane
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
9:1
3 0
4 S
ep
tem
be
r 2
01
3 
new theories through critically reflecting on our practice (Parton and O’Byrne, 2000;
Fook, 2002; Rossiter, 2005; Taylor, 2008).
When students write or tell their story of these incidents or events, they express more
(and less) than what ‘really happened’. Our aim in this unit is to explore how practice,
and our narratives of practice, are shaped and conditioned by history, socialisation,
culture and discourse, professional and personal values, assumptions and biases, and
implicit or explicit sense-making or theorising, all of which endow our stories with
meaning and create truths (Sandelowski, 1991, cited in McAllister, 2001, p. 393). These
meanings and truths shape our sense of identity, and what we can and cannot do. Parton
and O’Byrne (2000) highlight the meaningfulness and power of language and how
critical analysis of narrative can create opportunities for change. They suggest that ‘talk
and language’ are key to not only making sense, but also to ‘taking control’ (2000, p. 11).
Unravelling narratives of practice can assist students and practitioners in identifying
alternative ways of making sense of experience, thus generating alternative actions that
can make one feel less ‘stuck’ in complex and challenging practice situations.
In much the same way that we, as social workers, suggest alternative discourses to
oppressive constructions of social life and individual problems, we can also focus a
critical lens on our own limiting constructions which may be deeply embedded in our
consciousness and in our practice (Parton and O’Byrne, 2000, p. 15). The increasingly
managerialist and technocratic nature of social work practice today, along with
modernity’s tendency to naturalise the social order, may indeed make the critical
analysis of practice more important than ever, but also potentially render it
increasingly ‘immune from analysis’ (Parton and O’Byrne, 2000, pp. 31, 42). However,
just as language can be used as a tool of hegemonic oppression, it may also be used as a
tool for empowerment and opening up liberating possibilities.
The next section of our paper explores some of the critical and post-structural
concepts that teaching staff use to problematise or open up deeply entrenched
modernist ways of thinking, being and doing.
Using ‘Post’ Theories to Critically Reflect on Social Work Practice Incidents
In order to engage in critical reflection, multiple theoretical perspectives are necessary.
According to Wearing, ‘Foucault’s work provides an introduction to the use of post-
structuralism in welfare studies and welfare practice’ (1998, p. 35). Foucault’s
theorising is widely understood as disrupting modernist understandings and his work
is used in this unit to potentially open up possibilities for creativity and innovation.
As Ife indicates, it is the rejection of ‘the dominant paradigm as being the essence of
the “modern” that Foucault’s theorising brings to students’ attention’ (1995, p. 40).
Foucault’s theories about power relations, causality and identity construction are
offered to stimulate ways to think about social work practice that disrupt modernist
taken-for-granted notions of the major ways of framing ‘lived experience’. Before
tackling Foucault’s theorising on these key concepts, the teaching staff begin by
engaging students in reflecting on their ‘lived experience’ of social work practice by
posing the question ‘how do we understand and talk about our lived experience’?
Social Work Education 749
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Post-structural theorists are used to specifically disturbing what counts as
‘experience’. Thinking about ‘lived experience’ using a post-structural perspective
means to take a step back and reflect on ‘what counts as experience?’. Experience is not
considered as self-evident or straightforward in post-structuralism (Scott, 1992, cited
in Brown, 1994, p. 42). Experience is not understood as ‘the origin of our explanation,
but that which we want to explain’ (Scott, 1992, cited in Brown, 1994, p. 42). This view
of experience focuses students’ attention onto the processes they use to name and
make sense of their experiences and the frames of reference they use to explain their
experience. Mezirow (1997, p. 10) argues that students, in order to learn how to
redefine situations from a different perspective, need practice in recognising the
frames of reference they are currently using. Each week one student presents a selected
‘lived experience’ from their first social work placement for a whole class discussion
and students are guided to practise the skill of recognising the frames of reference they
and their peers are using to make sense of their ‘lived experience’.
In thinking about experience as ‘the origins of our explanation’, Michel Foucault’s
theorising is drawn on to explore his critique of how modernists tend to look for
causation and origins in historical events. Foucault’s theorising focuses mainly on how
various practices have contingently come about and are used in society, for instance
the spread of accounting techniques into other fields, as accounting techniques have
become a technique of decision making more generally in social work. The use of case
notes is another classic example of how the process of documenting, recording and
justifying decisions is a technique used by social workers that constitutes both ‘the
case’ and ‘the problems’ presented by the individual or family to the social worker,
while also functioning to manage risk for the worker and the social work agency,
should they be called on to account for their decision making.
Foucault’s theorising suggests that social and governing practices arise ‘through
drawing upon instruments and procedures that happened to be available . . . in a rather
ad hoc way . . . ’ (Rose, 1999, p. 27), yet these practices have major implications for the
construction of identity and relations of power. An example of this are risk assessments,
which use social research techniques like questionnaires and the provision of forms
with numerical rankings to facilitate service user’s estimating or rating themselves to
determine the likelihood or probability of committing suicide or child abuse, at some
point in the future. The instruments available to students are the risk assessment forms
and the procedure of working through the rankings with clients. This example of risk
assessment instruments is used, not to question whether this process works to identify
risks, but rather to highlight how the ‘instruments and procedures that happened to be
available’ guide social workers’ practices and influence how service users are being
asked to govern themselves through the use of these risk assessment tools. The goal of
taking this perspective on what makes up social work practices, the instruments and
procedures and how they have been brought together and where they have been drawn
from, invites students to ‘look for contingencies rather than causes’ (Kendall and
Wickham, 1999, p. 5) in relation to thinking about and practising social work.
In this way a post-structuralist informed perspective encourages students to take a
critical position towards causative arguments and claims, when explaining their own
750 U. Bay & S. Macfarlane
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or others’ ‘lived experience’; this critical stance enables them to consider how
assumptions limit and prescribe action. Students, in analysing their frames of
reference for understanding and making sense of their lived experience, often have
‘theories’ about what ‘causes’ clients to behave in certain ways. An example of
exploring ‘lived experience’ as contingent rather than causative, was one student in
this unit explaining that she suddenly realised that much of her energy and that of her
co-workers had been spent on trying to understand a particular service user’s past,
without, on reflection, much benefit for the bemused service user. Reportedly the
service user was perplexed by these efforts to understand the causative events in her
life. The student recognised that if past events are contingent, complex and non-
deterministic then causative hypotheses are not necessarily explanatory or helpful for
understanding people’s ‘lived experience’. This realisation meant she could reframe her
approach to the service user towards seeking joint solutions for addressing the issues
the service user was currently finding troubling. The futility of finding causative
solutions to past events in people’s lives opened up a space for new ways of working
with the service user in the present for the student. Clearly, this shift in focus to the
present rather than past causes is advocated by a number of social work theories, like
strength-based and solution focused approaches. The post-structural element for the
student however was recognising the modernist habit of thought that continues to
search for causation as part of daily life and in formulating approaches to individuals’
lives in social work practice (Kendall and Wickham, 1999).
Another major concept that is disrupted to assist students to critically reflect on
their social work practice is the modernist conception of identity categories as ‘natural,
essential or unified’ (Brown, 1994, p. 40). Foucault’s (1981a, 1981b, 1983) theorising
invites a study of the constitution of ‘the subject’ across history to understand how the
modern conception of the ‘self ’ itself has contingently developed. Each identity
category, such as ‘woman’, ‘gay’ or ‘person with a disability’ has a particular trajectory
throughout history and Foucault (1973, 1981b) delights in showing how these
conceptions of, say, insanity have changed or remained in some aspects continuous
over time. His examples are highly relevant for social work in that he is interested in the
constitution of practices around sanity and insanity, criminality, sexuality and disease.
The question Foucault poses for social workers is, how are ‘subjects’ constituted
through power relations? Subject positions, when they are taken for granted and not
contested, can reinforce ‘powerless’ identities. If the constitution of ‘powerless’
identities is not contested, then ‘powerless’ identities can also not be transformed,
according to Yeatman (1994). The process of identity constitution needs to be
examined and questioned by students, rather than accepting the identity category as
substantive, fixed, and based on inherent differences. Social practices over time
constitute identity categories and it is these processes that are the focus of attention
when critically reflecting on social work practice examples throughout this unit.
Rather than understanding differences such as gender, race, class, age or sexual
orientation as substantive, as something in themselves, students are encouraged not to
look for differences, but for the processes that create the specified differentiation. The
focus of student discussion in class is to examine the dividing practices and social
Social Work Education 751
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practices that create and sustain categorical thinking about identity categories. At one
point, students in class compared institutional responses to a young person who
presented with suicidal ideation and a young woman labelled a ‘nympho’. Both young
people are potentially expressing pain and distress through their behaviours, but the
young woman labelled ‘nympho’ was treated very differently to the potential ‘suicide’
by professional staff within the same institutional setting. The processes that constitute
this differential treatment are worthy of exploration as they highlight the role of
labelling, the power of negative sexual slurs and the operation of dividing practices
that resulted in one young person gaining a very supportive response from
professionals and the latter person being treated as blameworthy and as troublesome,
rather than as troubled. This discussion engaged students in understanding the
constitution of identity categories and the real effects of differentiation (dividing
practices through labelling) and highlighted the inequities that were being reinforced
through these processes of identity categorisation.
Emphases on examining power relations and creating possibilities for changed
practice are also key components of critical theory. Indeed, Italian philosopher and
political activist, Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) discussed a philosophy of praxis in
which the hegemony of ‘superstructural factors’—often constructed and experienced
as ‘common sense’—would be destabilised through a process of ‘knowing oneself ’ as a
‘product of the historical process to date which has deposited in you an infinity of
traces, without leaving an inventory’ (in Forgas, 1988, cited in Garrett, 2009, p. 470,
emphasis added). It is the process of bringing this hidden inventory to light that is a
crucial component of critical reflection. This process, according to Gramsci, begins
with asking how people experience the world as it is, and acknowledging that ‘“people”
. . . include[s] “me”, “us”, the would-be world changers’ (Brunt, 1989, cited in Garrett,
2009, p. 470).
Power relations are thus a central focus in critical reflection. Foucault (1981a) offers
students a way of thinking about modern power through his concept of
governmentality. The notion of governmentality links an analysis of power relations
to the constitution of self, through technologies of self. Governmentality focuses
students’ minds on how they are governed, how they govern themselves and how they
govern others in relation to dominant discourses in society, as they critically reflect on
their practice experiences. Foucault (1981a, 1983, 1988) argues that each society
operates in relation to various ‘regimes of truth’. It can be argued that the three
dominant discourses that operate as ‘regimes of truth’ in most so-called contemporary
economically advanced nations are: the biomedical, the law and neo-liberal classical
economics (Healy, 2005, p. 17).
Power relations are especially interesting at the points where these discourses in
social work practice overlap, reinforce or compete for status as the ‘Truth’. Dominant
discourses interact with how governing is understood and shape power relations
within a society and in social work practice. Social work is a highly contextual practice
and dominant discourses shape social work practice in many ways. One of the
examples explored by students in this unit related to a young woman who had just
given birth in a hospital. The new mother was refusing a much-needed blood
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transfusion on religious grounds. Two dominant discourses were evident in the
decision-making by professionals in relation to the young woman’s decision, the law
and the biomedical discourse. In this instance, the legal discourse around freedom of
religion overrode the biomedical discourse of saving a life through a blood transfusion.
The modern humanist values of the intrinsic worth of all and every human life and the
biomedical response to intervene to save life came into conflict with the legal right to
freedom of religious belief and the young woman’s right to choose based on her
religious beliefs. The young woman survived, but the powerlessness felt by professional
staff in relation to her choice to refuse a blood transfusion provoked a new
understanding by students of the effects of a clash between dominant discourses on
professional practice situations. The power relations were disrupted in this example as
the legal right to religious freedom took precedence over the often dominant
injunction to medically intervene. Exceptions to the way power relations usually
operate in institutional settings offer insights for students on the usual arrangements,
the taken-for-granted power relations and their effects on social work practice. This
example highlighted the modernist biomedical frame of reference that informs many
assumptions about people’s lives, life styles and their right to make choices. This
example allowed students to recognise the two main frames of reference in operation
and their effect on how the social work student initially understood the situation.
Foucault’s notion of ‘truth regimes’ and dominant discourses provided a new distance
on the situation and facilitated critical reflection on each of the dominant discourses
and how each discourse constituted different meanings in relation to this situation.
Modern power is simultaneously individualising and totalising, according to
Foucault (1983). Individualising processes mean that there is a sustained focus by
governmental programmes on improving the lives of each and every person,
throughout each person’s life, from cradle to grave. Foucault called this form of power
‘pastoral power’. Most social work practices use pastoral power in that individuals have
to become ‘known’ in specific ways to become governable through various techniques.
For instance, parenting practices are assessed in a particular way to make known
parental practices in ways that make intervention possible. On the other hand,
totalising power is when people are treated the same and are expected to comply with
dominant discourses in similar ways. For instance, agency assessment forms tend to be
standardised and in that way treat everyone the same. In this way assessments are
simultaneously individualising and totalising. Students are encouraged to critically
reflect on assessment processes as a technique through which power is exercised, often
in relation to dominant discourses in society. Foucault often highlights that techniques
that are considered mundane and standard, like filling out assessment forms, are in
fact sites where power is directly exercised on ourselves and over others.
One example that a student presented of an assessment individualising and
totalising a client involved an elderly person’s discharge planning from hospital. The
predominance of neo-liberal classical economics in Australian public policy since the
1990s has impacted on hospitals there. The case-mix funding model operating in
hospitals puts pressure on social workers to assist in discharging patients quickly. The
student presenting this scenario from her placement through the class discussion
Social Work Education 753
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became much clearer about how the neo-liberal economic discourse in combination
with the biomedical discourse was shaping her interaction with a patient in ways
that did not reflect her anti-oppressive theory and desire to empower clients. The
dominant discourse and its effect on her practice to quickly move the patient out of
hospital, meant she did not engage with her client in decision making about his
situation in a way she would expect herself to, using an anti-oppressive approach.
In class, students recognised the frame of reference informing the push by the hospital
to discharge this person quickly and its effects on social work practice. The students
could understand how this discourse influenced their practices and could then re-
imagine a different way to engage with patients in ways that included the service user
in the discussion about the decisions being made about their care. The critical
reflection process combined with the notion of dominant discourses and their effects
supported a re-visioning of the troubling and unsettling experience for the student.
The tone of the classroom discussion requires a careful balance between support
and challenge. Often students, in reflecting on their social work practice experience on
placement, become self-reproachful or self-blaming and self-censoring. Students are
invited to examine how it is they are positioned in the situation, to identify the
dominant discourses relevant to their situation and how these aspects shaped their
practices. It is also important to support students’ courage as they publicly, in front of
their peers, articulate their assumptions and the impact of these on service user/clients,
when often these accounts are selected by students because they were situations that
unsettled them, for whatever reason. Giroux (1997, p. 107) suggests that educators
need to provide students with knowledge that will empower them ‘not only to
understand and engage the world around them, but also to exercise the kind of
courage needed to change the wider social reality’. The classroom discussions
encourage students to openly explore their ‘lived experiences’ of social work practice,
in order to learn about discourses and their effects, to understand how identities are
constituted through power relations, and to imagine and define new possible ways of
understanding and acting in that situation. This process gives students some tools to
question how assumptions around causality, identity and power might restrict their
practice and hence limit their capacity to work with people in an empowering and
empowered way.
Relationship of Critical Reflection to Transformative Learning
Mezirow suggests that we can transform our frames of reference through critical
reflection on the assumptions, beliefs and habits of mind uponwhich our interpretations
and actions are based. In order for this transformative learning to take place, learners
need to actively and collectively engage in redefining problems, in the context of their
own lives, from different perspectives, and ‘critically assess[ing] the justification of new
knowledge’ (1997, p. 10). The critical reflection process developed in this fourth year
social work unit relates closely to Mezirow’s notion of transformative learning.
As social work educators, we help students become more aware of their current
conceptions, so they can become more conscious of the fact that different possibilities
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exist. According to Giroux (1997), by identifying who and what interests dominant
discourses serve, what dominant discourses include and what they leave out, spaces are
created for challenge and for resistance. hooks (1994) suggests that the goals of critical
pedagogy are that students learn to challenge dominant discourses rather than accept
them uncritically, thus decolonising ways of knowing, and working towards the end of
oppression at all levels.
Students and practitioners need practice in opening up their (inter)actions to
scrutiny, learning to recognise frames of reference and imaginatively considering
problems of real-life experience from different perspectives (Mezirow, 1997). This
involves group participation and guidance from an educator who acts as
facilitator and provocateur rather than as an authority on subject matter . . . helping
the students to learn, to listen to each other, to respect and assist each other, to foster
peer collaboration and to model the critically reflective role expected of learners.
(Mezirow, 1997, p. 11)
Evaluative feedback is provided to students three times throughout the semester, which
encourages students to engage in on-going reflection about the consequences of their
attempts to reframe their practice examples. Students write twice about their selected
‘lived experience’ beginning with a brief description of the event and their assumptions
and thinking about the event. Each week several students present their selected event to
their fellow students and teaching staff and engage in interactive discussion that
stimulates further reflection. Students write this class process up and are provided with
feedback by teaching staff as to which theoretical concepts might assist their thinking
further. Students then write a more elaborative essay on how the theories presented
helped their reflection, how they felt about sharing their explorations with others, and
how they might act now in a similar situation. Teaching staff, through the feedback
provided on these essays, reinforce the message that critical reflection is an on-going
process in social work practice.
For social workers, this capacity for critical thinking is particularly important, and
social work educators are responsible for assisting students to develop their critically
reflective capacity. As McArdle and Mansfield (2007) observe, to be an agent of social
change requires the ability to challenge economic, political and social discourses
that impact on professional practice and create social injustice. Indeed, according to
hooks (1994) education is the practice of freedom. Otherwise, MacArdle and
Mansfield warn, as educators we may be creating ‘competent technicians who can do
the job they have been trained to do but are unable to see beyond the job of
work in hand to the wider societal context and purpose of their work’ (2007, p. 496).
The neo-liberalist climate in which we live in Western states may be particularly
immobilising, promoting adaptation ‘that leads to compromising with reality rather
than transforming it’ (Jackson, 2007, p. 204).
Critical reflection, we suggest, is one way of maintaining mindfulness about practice
and how practice fits, in specific instances, with social work’s emancipatory intent. The
process of critical reflection encourages students to discover and maintain their
freedom to think in the demanding world of action-oriented practice. It may be said
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that claims to engage in critical reflection can be used to excuse ‘bad practice’ by
practitioners who really do not want to analyse their assumptions or use of theory in
action, or consider possibilities for changed practice. A practitioner could say they
practised in a critically reflective way when others may not perceive this to be so. This,
however, is true of many social work claims or positionings: male social workers who
identify as pro-feminist can be oppressive in their actions towards female colleagues;
women who identify as feminist can act oppressively in their relations with other
women; social work academics who build a career advocating for social inclusion can be
exclusionary in their day-to-day work. Critical reflection is not a tool to justify one’s
practice ormake one’s position invisible, but to productively and honestly acknowledge
and interrogate it. This may be difficult at times; students, however, learn through their
experience in the classroom that such an activity can be an empowering one.
Furthermore, a critically reflective stance does not mean the abandonment of
critical theory or structural understandings of peoples’ lives. Indeed, it may sometimes
be the case that the critically reflective practitioner realises that, in the specific context
of their work, it is a structural approach that is required to respond to the problems
experienced by individuals and communities, despite dominant discourses that
demand human services take an individualised, pathologising approach. Students
learn that each practice situation is unique, and that there are times when destabilising
grand narratives and attending to context and diversity is vital for critical practice; a
cogent example is the extension of feminist theory by black feminists who challenged
the oppressive consequences of meta-narratives that did not acknowledge standpoint,
complexity, and power.
Conclusion
Transformational learning that empowers students to be critical and active citizens is
the goal of teaching critical reflection as an on-going professional process to social
work students in this fourth year unit. We have outlined the process that students and
staff undertake, in which students are exposed to Foucault’s theorising, particularly his
notion of governmentality, and how dominant discourses constitute how we make
sense of our ‘lived experience’. Each week students learn to recognise their own and
others’ frames of reference for understanding their ‘lived experience’. The practices
that constitute identity or subject categories are explored, along with modernist power
relations that simultaneously individualise and totalise service users. Students are
encouraged to explore alternative frames of reference in relation to their situation to
enable new possibilities in their social work practice, while also indicating that these
alternative frames of reference also require critical reflection, for their effects on social
work clients. Students’ and teachers’ engagement with complex theoretical material
grows as they discover that the concepts provide them with new ways of
conceptualising issues of power, causality and identity: issues that arise again and
again as core themes of social work practice. This transformative process generates a
sense of alternative approaches and positioning and facilitates debate about practices
of freedom, autonomy and social responsibility.
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